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Abstract 
Zimbabwe experienced a high profile match fixing scam between 2007-2010, commonly known 
as the Asiagate scandal. The Warriors - men’s senior national football team, reportedly fell 
victim to Asian betting syndicates. Four journalists from the state-controlled media were 
sanctioned by the Zimbabwe Football Association (ZIFA) for allegedly participating in the scam. 
Burgeoning literature on ‘brown envelopes’ and freebies in journalistic practice in Africa at large 
and Zimbabwe in particular, has under-theorised this phenomenon in Zimbabwe’s sports 
journalism fraternity. Focusing on the Asia-gate scandal, the article utilises ‘brown envelope 
journalism’ theoretical lens to examine the subject and its repercussions on sports journalism 
practice, from the view point of sports journalists. In-depth interviews were conducted with 
selected sports journalists both from the publicly owned and privately owned media in 
Zimbabwe. The article avers that due to the deteriorating socio-economic environment, some 
journalists were ‘seduced’ by ‘brown envelopes’ and ‘recruited’ into a ‘patronage’ corrupt 
network by match-fixers. Consequently, ‘patronised’ journalists became pliant tools in hands of 
match-fixers and failed to ‘bark’ at malpractices masterminded by their ‘benefactors’.  
 
Key Words: Asia-gate scandal, Brown envelope, football, corruption, match-fixing, Sports 
journalists, Zimbabwe 
Introduction 
There is well established global literature, albeit Europe and American-centric, indicating the 
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centrality of the media in exposing corruption in sport (see Smith 1976; Boyle and Haynes 2000; 
Maennig 2005; Rowe 2007; Numerato 2009; Bricknell 2015; Storm 2015). Numerato (2009) 
contends that the media, as watchdogs, have the responsibility to disclose bribes, match-fixing, 
and corruption in sport. However, contrary to the claim that the media fight corruption, studies 
show that the media can passively condone corruption in sport (Hargreaves 1982; Giulianotti 
1999; Boyle & Haynes 2000; Numerato 2009; Ionescu 2015). Despite corruption being one of 
the obstacles threatening the image of Zimbabwe’s sports industry, especially football, 
systematic academic studies on the subject are scarce. It has not been acknowledged that some 
journalists in Zimbabwe do not fight, but rather tend to promote corruption in the game of 
football. In fact, the so called watchdog role of the press is contested. Studies on African 
journalism practice (see Uche 1989; Chari 2007; Mare 2010; Mabweazara 2010), indicate 
prevalence of ‘brown envelope’, which curtail the watch dog role of the press. This article 
examines ‘brown envelope’ syndrome in the Zimbabwean sports journalism fraternity, from the 
perspective of the sports reporters, in the context of the Asia-gate scandal. The paper provides a 
detailed account on how and why some sports journalists from the publicly-owned but state-
controlled media1- The Herald newspaper and the Zimbabwe Broadcasting Corporation (ZBC),  
failed to report corrupt activities which dented the image of the ‘beautiful’ game in Zimbabwe 
between 2007-2010. 
 
This paper utilises an explanatory case study design (see Yin 2011). It examines the ‘brown 
envelope’ syndrome and its repercussions in the context of the Asia-gate scandal. In-depth 
interviews were conducted with selected sports journalists both from the publicly owned but 
state-controlled media and privately owned press in Zimbabwe. The population sample included 
those sanctioned by the Zimbabwe Football Association (ZIFA) for allegedly participating in 
match fixing.  
 
The study is organised into five sections. The section below provides a brief context of the study. 
It is then followed by a literature review section, engaging with studies on media and corruption 
in sport, which are however, predominantly European. The study goes beyond the previous 
research, and contributes to media studies of sport in Africa and Zimbabwe. The theoretical 
framework discusses ‘brown envelope journalism’ syndrome in Africa. A methodology section 
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then follows, detailing how the study was conducted. Findings are then presented. The 
conclusion is the last part of the study, showing the contributions made by the research to 
knowledge in media and corruption in sport. It also reflects on the limitations of the research.  
 
 
Context of the study 
 
The Asiagate2 scandal is the biggest match-fixing scandal to ever rock African football in general 
and Zimbabwe in particular. The long-running match fixing scam was reportedly choreographed 
by Wilson Raj Perumal of Singaporean origin and former Zimbabwe Football Association Chief 
Executive Officer Henrietta Rushwaya during the period 2007-2010 (see Asia-gate Report 2012). 
During this period, ZIFA officials and Rushwaya in particular, allegedly connived with Asian 
betting syndicates to send the Zimbabwe national football team - the Warriors - to participate in 
fixed ‘friendly’ tournaments in Asian countries such as Malaysia, Jordan, Singapore, Vietnam, 
Yemen, Oman and Thailand, earning huge amounts of money for the match-fixers. The Warriors 
players were reportedly paid between $500 and $1500 each for conceding goals at specified 
times and consequently lost by wide margins (Asia-gate Report 2012). For example, during the 
Mederka tournament in Malaysia 2007, the Warriors lost 0-3 to Thailand and 6-0 to Syria. 
Consequently, Zimbabwe’s FIFA ranking went on a free fall during the period due to continued 
losses to lowly ranked Asian nations. For instance, at the beginning of 2007, Zimbabwe was 
ranked position 72, but slid down the rankings to number 131 by mid-2009 (Vickers 2013). In 
the midst of this football rot, Rushwaya also took Monomotapa FC, a Premier Soccer League 
(PSL) team to Malaysia in 2009 and participated in fixed tournaments, masquerading as the 
Zimbabwean national football team. Surprisingly, Zimbabwean journalists accompanying the 
national team during the Asian shenanigans ‘failed’ to report the scandal.  
 
These Asian tours ‘strategically’ coincided with Zimbabwe National Union Patriotic Front 
(ZANU PF) government’s Look East Policy after relations with Western nations, especially 
Britain and the United States of America, had turned sour. In early 2000 the ZANU PF 
government embarked on a fast track land reform programme. The intention seems to have been 
to genuinely redress land ownership imbalances which were historically skewed in favour of the 
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white minority while also, at the same time, entrenching themselves in power against the 
emerging trade-union and urban areas-based opposition - the Movement for Democratic Change 
(MDC) (Raftopolous and Hammar 2003). Having strained relations with the West, the ZANU PF 
government turned to the East, in terms of its political, economic and social paradigm both at 
local and international level where it categorically stated that China and other Asian countries 
would be key partners of Zimbabwe’s co-operation; be it economic, trade, political, cultural, 
technological and social. The party believed that this would be an effective way of countering 
perceived threats and hostility from the West. As such Zimbabwe-Asian relations in football 
were just but one among a lot of co-operation endeavours between Zimbabwe and Asian nations. 
The tours thus easily won the state-controlled media’s approval as ‘development’-oriented. Little 
did the nation know the sinister motives behind this strategy.  
The matter only came to light in 2010 when it was exposed by Mthulisi Mafa, a former sports 
reporter with The Sunday Mail, a publicly-owned but state-controlled weekly newspaper. 
However, Mafa had never travelled to Asia during the shenanigans. According to Jonathan 
Mashingaidze (former ZIFA Chief Executive Officer), upon discovering the match-fixing 
scandal, the Cuthbert Dube-led ZIFA Executive Committee, which had just been elected into 
their first term of office in 2010, set up a commission of enquiry led by Ndumiso Gumede- 
(former ZIFA vice president) to investigate and establish facts on the matter. However, the ZIFA 
Executive later set up an ‘independent’ ethics committee on 24 October 2011 in terms of the 
ZIFA Constitution3 to investigate and try ‘culprits’ who participated in the scandal. Retired 
Supreme Court Judge Justice Ebrahim was appointed chairperson of that committee, largely 
constituted by senior police officers, lawyers and former football administrators. The committee 
conducted hearings and produced a report (Asia-gate report), recommending sentences for those 
implicated in the scandal (Mashingaidze interviewed, 7 October 2013). 
Those found as the ‘architects’ of the corruption like Henrietta Rushwaya, were handed life bans 
from participating in football matters. ZIFA also sanctioned some football administrators and 80 
players for allegedly participating in Asia-gate. Moreover, three prominent journalists; Robson 
Sharuko (Seniors spots editor of The Herald), Hope Chizuzu (formerly with The Sunday Mail) 
and Josh Mtali (ZBC) were implicated for ‘active’ participation in the scam. Consequently, ZIFA 
barred these journalists from participating in football activities for the rest of their lives. 
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However, despite the magnitude of the Asia-gate scandal and its complex ‘unholy’ alliance with 
journalists, virtually nothing has been written on the subject in the Zimbabwean academic 
context.  
This article, therefore, locates the Asia-gate scandal in the ‘brown envelope’ debate in African 
journalism practice, and discusses it from the perspective of Zimbabwean sports journalists.  
Review of related literature 
The nexus of media and corruption in sport has been rich ground for research in media studies of 
sport in general and football in particular across the globe. However, most of these studies are 
predominantly European and American-centric. It is argued that match-fixing is one of the 
biggest forms of corruption often threatening European leagues at various epochs (Kovac n.d.). 
Cases of match-fixing in Europe include but are not limited to Italy’s 2006 Calciopoli affair, 
which came to light after Italy’s 2006 FIFA World Cup victory. The match-fixing scandal 
involved big clubs such as Milan, Juventus, Lazio and Fiorentina and implicated Director of 
Juventus Luciano Moggi as the mastermind of the scandal (Guschwan 2013; Kovac n.d). Greek 
football has also a history of match-fixing, with the Koriopolis match-fixing scandal of 2011 
(named to mimic the Italian prolific scandal) involving teams Olympiakos FC and Evangelos 
also showing that match-fixing is a problem in European leagues (Kovac n.d).  
 
There is a general consensus in scholarship that corruption is not a new phenomenon in sport, but 
is as old as sport itself (Maenning 2005; Cashmore and Cleland 2014; Bricknell 2015). Corrupt 
activities ranging from doping, bribes and match-fixing, among others, are part and parcel of 
football culture. However, such activities have increased along with the technological 
development and commercialisation of contemporary sports (Silk 2004; Giulianotti 2005; 
Numerato 2009; Cashmore and Cleland 2010; Ionescu 2015). While this existing body of 
literature on corruption in sport is welcome, virtually nothing exists on corruption in 
Zimbabwean sport in general and football in particular. Thus the current study fills this lacuna.  
 
Numerato (2009) contends that the media, as watchdogs, must contribute to the disclosure of 
bribes, match-fixing and corruption. Across the globe, the media are commended for exposing 
scandals in sport (Smith 1976; Boyle and Haynes 2000; Maennig 2005; Rowe 2007; Bricknell 
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2015; Storm 2015). Some of the scandals exposed by the media in modern history of sport in the 
Western world include the  Ben Johnson affair in 1988,doping scandals after the 1998 Tour de 
France, the Tiger Woods affair, the accusations of corruption in big international sports 
organizations such as the International Olympic Committee (IOC) and  Fédération Internationale 
de Football Association (FIFA), which forced Sepp Blatter and Michel Platini out of the FIFA 
presidency in 2015 (Jennings 2006; Numerato 2009; Sanderson 2010; Kozman 2013; Storm 
2015). However, such studies are scarce in the Zimbabwean context. 
 
Though the media generally have the mandate to fight corruption in sport, some studies show 
that at times the media condone or facilitate corruption (Boyle and Haynes 2000; Numerato 
2009; Ionescu 2015). There is scholarly evidence to suggest that the media can actually promote 
unethical conduct in sport (Hargreaves 1982; Giulianotti 1999; Whannel 2003; Numerato 2009). 
Giulianotti (1999) states that the complex institutional relations between club owners and media 
systems can promote corruption in sport. For example, in countries like Italy where Silvio 
Berlusconi owns AC Milan football club and media companies, players may be tempted to 
provide paid interviews. This scenario, however, is not obtainable in countries like Zimbabwe, 
where no club owners run media enterprises. Numerato (2009) indicates that journalists often 
promote corruption in sport by only addressing it when it becomes newsworthy, and it is no 
longer possible to ignore it. Numerato’s (2009) study lays an important foundation to the current 
research as it problematises the role of the media in the processes of diffusion, maintenance, and 
undermining of corruption in sports. However, just like most studies on the subject of sport, 
media and corruption, Numerato’s (2009) research reflects mainly Western cultures, and does 
not discuss other areas like Asia or Africa. This article argues that there is also need for research 
focusing on the role of sports journalists in football corruption in a different geo-political and 
socio-cultural context such as Zimbabwe. The study thus shows complex forces which made the 
Zimbabwean media vulnerable to an Asian betting syndicate during the period 2007-2010.  
 
There are also some works focusing on corruption in football on the African continent. These 
works show how corrupt football administrators in Africa stifle football development (Jennings, 
2006,2011; Pannenborg 2010; Cottle 2011). The FIFA 2010 World Cup in South Africa 
accelerated the growth of scholarship on football and corruption discourses on the continent. 
7 
 
7 
 
Cottle’s (2011) edited book, ‘South Africa FIFA 2010 World Cup, A legacy for who?’ provides 
insights on corruption characterising mega sporting events such as the World Cup. However, 
while this body of literature is positive, its trajectory is different in that it does not place the 
journalists/media and corruption at the centre of discussion. Focusing on the Asia-gate scandal, 
the study discusses corruption in the Zimbabwean journalism practice.  
 
Available studies on football in Zimbabwe predominantly focus on the nexus of football and 
politics (Stuart 1995; Muponde and Muchemwa 2011; Zenenga 2011; Willems 2013; Ncube 
2014a), football and gender (Daimon 2010; Ncube 2014b; Chikafa 2015), among other topics. 
Despite Zimbabwean football falling prey to undoubtedly an unprecedented match-fixing scandal 
on the African continent, systematic scholarship on the subject is conspicuously absent. This 
article therefore engages the subject, demonstrating how some sports journalists from the state-
controlled media aided corruption in football. The study also provides a detailed account on the 
forces which influenced some sports journalists to be ‘recruited’ into a corrupt patronage 
network. The study thus lays a critical foundation for future research on media and corruption in 
Zimbabwe and African sport.  
 
Theorising ‘brown envelope’ and sports journalism practice in Zimbabwe 
 
This article deploys theoretical lens of ‘brown envelope’ journalism to discuss corruption in 
Zimbabwean sports journalism practice. From the social responsibility theory, the press is 
expected to play a watchdog role (McQuail 1987). The watchdog ideal reflects the 
long‐established liberal conception of the news media as the fourth estate after the Executive, 
Judiciary and the Legislature (Curran 2000; Coronel 2009). Randall (1993) states that even in 
authoritarian dispensations, watchdogs must bark at die-hard authoritarian practices. However, 
the watchdog role of the media has been highly contested over the years. For instance, brown 
envelopes could turn the press into lapdogs or pet dogs that dance to the whims and caprices of 
the ‘fingers’ that feed and pet them (news sources) instead of using their liberty in the interest of 
the society (Ikechukwu 2014).  
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The term ‘brown envelope journalism’ is applied to denote journalistic activity which involves 
transfer of various types of rewards from sources to the reporter (Skjerdal 2010). ‘Brown 
envelope journalism’ denotes a range of incentives involving cash (brown envelopes) and other 
gifts (freebies) that may put the journalist’ s independence into question. Consequently, ‘brown 
envelope’ practices are viewed as ethically problematic by journalism and media theorists 
(Ndangam 2006; Skjerdal 2010).  
Despite its common use in academia, origins of the term ‘brown envelope’ remain unclear and 
subject to contestation. Forbes (2005) submits that the term might have originated in the UK in 
the 1990s. However, significant literature associates the term with West African countries, 
especially Nigeria (Uko 2004; Skjerdal 2010). Uche (1989: 114) cited in Mare (2010), notes that 
there is a public accusation of Nigerian journalists as ‘politically and financially corrupt as one 
can find individual Nigerian newsmen who will take money or gifts for doing special favours...’ 
This article however, has no interest in pursuing contestations surrounding the origins of ‘brown 
envelope’. Focusing on the Asia-gate scandal, the paper demonstrates the nature and extent of 
brown envelope in Zimbabwean sports journalism.   
Across Africa, brown envelopes are referred to with a wide range of terms (Skjerdal 2010). For 
instance, in Nigeria brown envelopes are called ‘keske’. This refers to informal contributions 
handed over from sources to journalists (Adio 2001). In Cameroon and Chad, the syndrome is 
known as ‘gombo’(Ndangam 2006; Nyamnjoh 1999). In Zimbabwe, the location of this study, 
brown envelopes are known as ‘Chiokomuhomwe’ (Mare 2010). Such numerous ‘local’ names 
confirm the ‘commonness’ of the practice in African countries. 
Skjerdal (2010) contends that although the usage of the term varies from context to context, the 
following characteristics are indispensable in the practice. The first one is that it occurs on the 
personal level, it has some degree of confidentiality, and it denotes an informal contract between 
the source and the reporter whereby both parties have certain obligations (Skjerdal 2010). All the 
three points identified by Skjerdal fits the theorisation of this article. In as far as the Asia-gate is 
concerned, individual journalists allegedly benefited from ‘gratuities’ offered by choreographers 
of match fixing. Importantly, there is no evidence that the ‘envelopes’ were transferred to 
institutional level.  
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  It is also argued that in ‘brown envelope journalism’, an informal contract is entered between 
the source and the reporter when brown envelopes are involved (Skjerdal 2010). The source will 
have certain expectations that may vary from occasion to occasion. Often, the source anticipates 
positive and uncritical coverage of an event (Skjerdal 2010).  The study seeks to show how such 
a contractual relationship influenced individual journalists’ coverage of the Asiagate scandal in 
Zimbabwe.  
The article contends that ‘brown envelope’ creates patronage networks of corruption. ‘Patrons’ 
offer resources to their clients in exchange for their loyalty, and clients support their patrons to 
access rewards (Hyden, 2006). The study seeks to demonstrate how corrupt patrons ‘privatised’ 
and ‘personalised’ some journalists to serve personal interests. In a way, the study illuminates 
how journalists went on to perform at a time when they were under ‘capture’. 
Methodology 
This research is qualitative, employing an explanatory case study design (see Yin 2011; Bryman 
2012). Case studies are usually preferred ‘when how or why questions are being posed, when the 
investigator has little control over events, and when the focus is on a contemporary phenomenon 
within some real-life context’ (Yin 2011,1). A case study design was best in examining 
corruption in Zimbabwe’s sports journalism fraternity focusing on the Asia-gate scandal. The 
study intended to find out how the ‘brown envelope’ syndrome could have influenced some 
Zimbabwean journalists’ coverage of the match fixing scam.  
 
The article relied on in-depth semi-structured interviews with purposively selected journalists 
drawn from Zimbabwe’s state controlled and privately owned press. Hesse Biber and Leavy 
(2006) submit that in-depth interviews are a common method used to collect data in qualitative 
studies, premised on the assumption that individuals have unique and important knowledge about 
the social world which can be shared through verbal communication. Purposive sampling was 
used to select participants for the study. Purposive sampling is simply selecting groups or 
categories to study on the basis of their relevance to the research questions and the theoretical 
position and most importantly the explanation or account which one is developing (Yin 2011). 
Snow ball sampling was also used to select some participants for interviews. Snowballing 
sampling occurs when you follow a lead and let those now result in identifying yet other possible 
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interviewees (Yin 2011). In this case, some interviewed sports journalists would suggest other 
potential informants and would even assist me in contacting them. 
 
 
Participants were drawn both from the state controlled and privately owned media. A total of  
15 sports journalists were interviewed. Amongst the 15, two of the interviewees were accused 
and ‘punished’ by ZIFA for allegedly actively participating in the Asia-gate scandal. For ethical 
reasons, I assigned all interviewees pseudo names. As such, all names appearing in the findings 
section, are not the respondents’ actual names. Interviews were conducted from February 2013- 
March 2017. Most of the interviews were conducted in Zimbabwe’s biggest cities Harare, 
Bulawayo and Gweru. Interviews were conducted at participants’ chosen places such as pubs and 
parks. Such environments allowed conversations to flow freely. At times our discussions could 
go beyond an hour and where permission had been granted, I used my mobile phone to record 
conversations. My questions mainly centred on why journalists who travelled to Asian tours with 
the national team failed to ‘sniff’ that something shoddy was going on. I also asked on the 
criteria used to select those who accompanied the national team. I also wanted clarification on 
the welfare of journalists, freebies and other ‘incentives’ received during their travels with the 
national team. 
 
Skjerdal (2010) contends that there are some challenges associated with researching corruptive 
media practices. For example, may have something to hide. Researchers thus easily end up 
making shortcuts in their analysis, typically based on common sense and general public 
perceptions (Skjerdal 2010). This in-depth study of brown envelopes among Zimbabwean sports 
journalists cannot be exonerated from such limitations. Of the four journalists accused by ZIFA 
for participating in the Asia-gate scandal, only two consented to interviews. The interview 
population was therefore, largely constituted by journalists who never travelled to Asia during 
the match fixing scam. Moreover, given the sensitivity of the subject, it is also possible that 
participants could have deliberately hidden some information or lied in an attempt to make 
themselves morally upright. However, such challenges are circumvented by corroborating 
sources on issues under investigation. Findings are thematically presented below. 
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Sports journalists recruited into a corrupt patronage network  
 
Empirical data from in-depth interviews with selected Zimbabwean sports journalists suggest 
that due to ‘brown envelopes’ or freebies dangled by conniving Asian and Zimbabwean match 
fixers, some journalists could have been ‘seduced’ and patronised by a corrupt patronage 
network. These journalists would reciprocate by providing uncritical coverage or even killing 
stories involving their ‘patrons’ or ‘benefactors’. Thus, some journalists became pliant tools in 
the hands of match fixers between 2007-2010. 
For instance, The Herald newspaper is the most authoritative voice in Zimbabwean football or 
sports issues in general. The newspaper, especially its Senior Sports editor Robson Sharuko, 
often takes to task national football team coaches and ZIFA leadership in circumstances where 
national football teams underperform. However, The Herald, ZBC and other media institutions, 
watched in ‘silence’ as the Warriors suffered heavy successive defeats to lowly-ranked Asian 
nations such as Syria and Oman. Instead, some of these journalists praised the tours as 
strengthening Zimbabwe’s relations with the Asian nations, in line with Zimbabwe’s Look East 
Policy. It was only after Mthulisi Mafa’s exposure of the scam in 2010 that The Herald, ZBC 
and other media houses found the corruption newsworthy, and joined the bandwagon in 
condemning it, yet it had been ongoing for more than three years, presumably under their watch.  
This article provides critical insights on why sports journalists travelling to Asian assignments 
failed to ‘sniff’ and expose shenanigans which were denting the image of the ‘beautiful’ game in 
Zimbabwe. As mentioned earlier, out of the four sanctioned journalists only two granted me 
interviews. However, the two provided contrasting narratives. Gift Sanhu from The Herald 
insisted innocence. The reporter maintained that, he had no clue that such corrupt activities were 
taking place despite travelling with the national team to Asia for close to three years. 
I have no idea of what people are talking about when they say journalists including 
myself were paid by match fixers to condone corruption…We were dealing with such a 
problem for the first time, there had been no precedence of match fixing before, hence it 
was going to be difficult for us as journalists to do a perfect job… like medical doctors 
faced with a new type of cancer for the first time, our reaction would have never been 
perfect (Interviewed, 28 March 2017).  
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However, Simon Kuno, a fellow sports journalist accused for actively in the Asiagate scandal, 
admitted that ‘financial forces’ influenced his decision not to report Asian shenanigans.  
…Shamwari Asiagate yaidyisa, takadya nayo ende pange pasina yekutamba, maface 
aibuda mari iwayo… Handingakuudze bag randakatora but, yaive nemusoro…There is 
no way yandaizodla ndichitsutsutira muromo pasi (My friend we made a fortune from 
the scam, those guys were paying so well, hence we could not write anything bad 
against them yet they were providing food on the table… (Interviewed 15 March 2017) 
It is indisputable from the above quotation that, ‘brown envelopes’ turned some sports journalists 
into ‘loyal’ and ‘uncritical’ watchdogs. This confirms Mare’s (2010) assertion that journalists 
‘normalise’ accepting ‘brown envelopes’ by citing the Shona proverb ‘mbudzi inodya 
payakasungirirwa’ (which literally means a goat grazes only where it is tied). Moreover, it has 
been argued that brown envelopes often turn the press into lapdogs or pet dogs that dance to the 
whims and caprices of the ‘fingers’ that feed and pet them (news sources) instead of using their 
liberty in the interest of the society (Ikechukwu 2014).  
 
Majority of my interviewees both from the publicly owned and privately owned press insisted 
that ‘brown envelope’ influenced their colleagues to condone corruption. Joyce Siziba from ZBC 
noted: 
These guys were part of the match-fixing scam, and knew what was transpiring from 
the onset… Unfortunately, having dipped their hands into the ‘cook’s jar’, it was 
impossible for them to write about it… They sold their souls for financial gain … Some 
of the journalists had even the temerity to don the national team jersey and play in fixed 
matches, while others sat on the bench with coaches, helping to instruct players to 
concede goals (Interviewed, 8 September 2016). 
This silence confirms Numerato’s (2009) assertion that journalists can passively condone 
corruption by choosing not to report it, pretending everything is above board. It can be argued 
therefore, that the bribes offered to journalists during the period in question crippled these sports 
journalists’ ability to bark against malpractices which had plagued Zimbabwe’s football 
landscape. In a way, these sports journalists had metaphorically gone to bed with corruption.  
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The study also shows that the inclusion of senior personnel from the newsrooms in the match-
fixing scam made it difficult even for those who were not part of the shenanigans to expose the 
corruption. As noted by Moline Save, one of the interviewees from ZBC:  
…Some of these journalists were powerful sports editors of newspapers, hence they had 
the right to decide what story to run and not in the newspaper, so even if a junior 
reporter would want to write about it, it would not see day light since the editor was 
involved… For those who tried to raise it, it was unfortunate that our superiors came 
against us, I remember very well we nicknamed them the ‘Asian tigers’ because of the 
frequency they were making to the Asian countries. But apparently it appeared we were 
just a few of us who were concerned about these trips, and the perception was we were 
aggrieved since we were not travelling with the national team (Interviewed 2 September 
2016). 
 
Foucauldian lens can also be utilised to unravel power relations which privileged sports editors 
to gate-keep the Asian shenanigans, silencing their subordinates who wanted to query the Asian 
trips. Foucault (1980) contends that knowledge is always inextricably enmeshed with relations of 
power. Foucault (1980) further argues that discourse ‘rules in’ certain ways of talking about a 
topic, defining an acceptable and intelligible way to talk, write, or conduct oneself and by 
definition, it rules out, limits and restricts other ways of talking, of conducting ourselves in 
relation to the topic or constructing knowledge about it. In such a context, discourse has the 
power and privilege to determine the ‘sayable’ and ‘thinkable’ and ‘unsayable’ and 
‘unthinkable’. In a way, knowledge (stories about the national team tours in Asia), had to 
conform to its ‘paradigms’ in order to be recognised and approved as ‘legitimate’ by the sports 
editors. Just like medical doctors who are authorised by discourse to speak on illness and 
madness (see Foucault, 1972), these compromised sports editors were also in positions of power, 
decided what to publish and not publish on the Asian shenanigans.  
 
Selection of journalists and a poor economic environment 
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From the findings, it is also plausible to argue that some sports journalists became ‘embedded’ in 
a corrupt network of Asian and Zimbabwean match fixers due to a flawed process of selecting 
journalists who travelled to Asia with the Zimbabwean national football team during the period 
in question. Due to a flawed process, sports journalists became appendages of corrupt match 
fixing syndicates. For example, in an interview, James Ngulube from The Herald sports desk 
said:  
…Normally, the media house decides who travels with the national team. However, in 
this case(Asia-gate), it was never about The Herald selecting the person who would 
travel, every time we would be shocked to wake up and hear that the national team has 
travelled to Malaysia and we would be ask: Which national team? The selection of 
journalists took place at 53 Livingstone (ZIFA offices), it happened in the closed doors 
of those who knew, because this was a well-orchestrated thing and they didn’t want it to 
leak to the outside world, this is why not every sports journalist travelled but only a few 
selected number … Like the old adage you can’t bite the hand that feeds you… ZIFA 
provided airfares and accommodation as well as other ‘allowances’ for the journalists, and this 
motivated the journalists to actively participate in the scam (Interviewed 4 January 2016).   
 
Therefore, it became easier for corrupt ZIFA officials and Asian betting syndicates to patronise 
these sports journalists. This corroborates Numerato’s (2009) assertion on intersections of 
journalists’ selection and corruption in sport. While studying the role of journalists in promoting 
corruption in sports in Europe, Numerato (2009), observes that the selection of journalists also 
guarantees control over the content to be covered by the media. However, in countries with 
sound economies like South Africa, media houses sorely cater for the welfare and travel of their 
journalists, which reduces chances of them being manipulated by corrupt football administrators.  
 
Some of the interviewees also alleged that Henrietta Rushwaya and her colleagues not only 
bribed journalists but the whole system, making it difficult for journalists to expose the scandal. 
Tendai Motsi from ZBC stated: 
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…My friend, this was a well-orchestrated plan …And she capitalised  on our system 
which is cancerous to corruption, such that her tentacles were wide over, she would 
bribe people all over: from police, Sports Recreation Commission (SRC)4, ministry, 
judiciary…She used big personalities, some of them prominent politicians for that 
matter, and because of that political cloud it was very difficult to go and attack her, as 
this was more or less attacking the institution that placed her in that position… Imagine, 
one of the Director-Generals at the SRC defended ZIFA when they sent Monomotapa to 
Malasyia masquerading as the national team, he insisted that there was nothing wrong 
about teams traveling outside Zimbabwe to use national team colours. All this was 
because big money was exchanging hands, not only in the journalistic fraternity but it 
also went right up into the political echelons of this country… (Interviewed 10 August 
2014). 
 
One of my interviewees corroborated: 
Rushwaya took advantage of her links to ZANU PF politicians controlling Zimpapers 
and ZBC, she would threaten these journalists that once you become a rabble-rouser, I 
will get you fired anytime or find other ways of dealing with you…These guys would 
therefore never risk their jobs in a challenging economy like ours (Interviewed 3 May 
2016). 
Thus due to these financial ‘rewards’, some journalists found it difficult to stick to ethical 
demands of their profession.  ‘Patrons’ offered financial resources to their clients in exchange for 
their loyalty, and clients supported their patrons to access rewards (see Hyden, 2006). In the 
process, some journalists ended up under ‘capture as they were ‘privatised’ and ‘personalised’ by 
their ‘patrons’.  
 The economic crisis in Zimbabwe, in the post-2000 epoch facilitated the ‘capturing’ and 
recruitment of some sports journalists into a corrupt patronage network.  The post 2000 period in 
Zimbabwe is largely regarded in academic circles as the ‘crisis’ decade (Bond and Manyanya 
2002; Hammar and Raftopolous 2003; Ndlovu-Gatsheni 2009). Since the turn of the millennium, 
Zimbabwe’s economic fortunes nosedived. As mentioned earlier, following the ZANU PF 
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government’s decision to embark on the Land reform programme which aimed at empowering 
the traditionally marginalised black Zimbabweans, the country’s relations with the West turned 
sour. There was an outcry on allegations of human rights violations by the Western media and 
civil society groups, consequently triggering Western countries to impose economic sanctions on 
Zimbabwe. The political situation also turned volatile, marked by disputed elections as ZANU 
PF hegemony continuously dwindled, with the opposition MDC threatening to displace the 
nationalist party (Hammar & Raftopolous 2003; Ndlovu-Gatsheni 2009). An   unfriendly hyper –
inflationary environment prevailed during this period, causing a high mortality rate of 
companies, including media houses, as they failed to meet production costs. Basic commodities 
became scarce, the Zimbabwean currency plummeted as inflation reached unprecedented levels. 
It is plausible to argue that the dire economic context made some of the sports journalists 
vulnerable to manipulation, foregoing their ethical principles. 
In an interview, Sam Ncube from the Chronicle sports desk remarked: 
These guys had tough choices to make, either refuse the money offered by the betting 
syndicates and starve or accept the foreign currency and survive, which they did… 
(Interviewed 7 January 2017). 
The justification of accepting brown envelopes on grounds of poor remuneration in Africa, 
confirms earlier assertions made by scholars (Chari, 2007; Kasoma 2007; Mabweazara 2010). 
Journalists in most African countries are poorly remunerated and Zimbabwe is no exception. For 
example, interviewees told me that at Zimpapers publications such as The Herald and the Chronicle, 
junior reporters earn between US$400-$500, while senior reporters earn between US$700-$800. Desk 
editors reportedly take home around US$1200. It is critical to note that these figures are inadequate to 
make ends meet given the ever increasing cost of living in Zimbabwe. The Asia-gate scandal spread its 
tentacles between 2006-2009, at a time when the Zimbabwean currency had virtually collapsed. The 
multi-currency regime which is in place at the moment had not yet been introduced. Therefore, all 
journalists regardless of position or status, were in a dire financial situation making them prone to bribes. 
However, Retief (2002, 135) contends that journalists ‘Never use your poor salary as an excuse 
for accepting free meals”.  Accepting gratuities usually affects journalists’ autonomy in covering 
issues. I argue that journalists who participated in the Asiagate scam should therefore not hide 
behind the deteriorating economic environment.  
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Conclusion 
This study is a key addition to media studies of sport and corruption, illuminating on the 
controversial role of sports journalists, in an African context. Focusing on the Asia-gate scandal, 
this article has demonstrated the extent and nature and repercussions of ‘brown’ envelope’ 
practice in Zimbabwean sports journalism. However, the ‘brown envelope’ syndrome cannot be 
generalised across the entire Zimbabwe sports journalism fraternity. In fact, to participate in 
Asia-gate was not an institutional but personal decision of individual journalists. It was more of a 
contract between ‘patrons’ and the ‘patronised’. The paper shows how a hemorrhaging economy 
made individual journalists vulnerable to ‘brown envelopes’. It was not a matter of policy that 
Asia-gate be ignored but individual journalists took the decision, to gate-keep at individual level, 
in connivance with similarly-minded corrupt individuals from ZIFA.  
Critically, in light of the ‘brown envelope’ syndrome, the study calls for a rethinking of the ‘free 
press’ and the ‘watchdog role’. The watchdog ideal reflects the long‐established liberal 
conception of the news media as the fourth estate. From this perspective, the media ‘should 
regulate itself within the framework of law and established institutions to be able to carry out its 
responsibilities’ (McQuail 1987,117). It follows that the media/journalists have social 
responsibility to society. However, this study demonstrates that it is not always the case where 
governments or the state curtails journalists from executing their mandate. In the Zimbabwean 
context, some journalists failed to report the Asia-gate scandal not because of direct government 
interference, but by corrupt ‘powerful patrons’. Finally, this study was only confined to football. 
Given the vacuum on studies of sports and corruption in Zimbabwe, future studies could also 
look at the media and corruption in other sports in Zimbabwe. 
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Notes 
 
 
 
 
                                                            
1 Zimbabwe’s media is divided between the publicly-owned but state-controlled and privately-owned 
media. In the broadcasting sector, Zimbabwe Broadcasting Corporation (ZBC) dominates the 
industry, although new players have been licensed in the radio sector. In the newspaper industry, the 
Zimbabwe Newspapers (Zimpapers) stable, which publishes dailies like the Chronicle and The 
Herald and weeklies such as The Sunday Mail and the Sunday News, among others, is the biggest 
newspaper stable in the country. Alpha Media Holdings is the biggest private newspaper stable. It 
publishes Newsday and weeklies The Standard and The Independent. The other stable is the 
Associated Newspaper Group, publishers of the Daily News and a weekly, Daily News on Sunday. 
During the period when the Zimbabwean national football team participated in fixed tours in Asia 
from around 2007, the privately owned press in Zimbabwe was almost dysfunctional.  
 
2 Robson Sharuko, Senior Sports editor of The Herald claims to have coined the term ‘Asia-
gate’. The first story on the Asia-gate scandal was however broken in 2010, by Mthulisi Mafa a 
former sports reporter with the state-controlled The Sunday Mail newspaper. 
 
3 Article 36.1.5 of the ZIFA Constitution states that the ZIFA Executive Committee may decide 
to set up ad-hoc committees if necessary at any time. 
 
4 The Sport and Recreation Commission is the government controlling arm in sport. It was 
created by an Act of Parliament Chapter 25:15 of 1991. This commission derives its mandate 
from the Sports and Recreation Commission Act and reports to the Government through the 
Ministry of Sport, Arts and Culture. The Commission oversees the running of sport and 
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recreation programmes by the National Sports Associations such as Zimbabwe Football 
Association (ZIFA). 
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